How does one experience the 'Atmosphere of Heaven'? Robert Southey, as the first of an élite circle who inhaled nitrous oxide after its potent effects from inhalation were trialled by Humphrey Davy and Thomas Beddoes, offered that 'the atmosphere of the highest of all possible heavens must be composed of this gas' (p. 176). It is a descriptive enough statement, but one that evokes images that can deceptively omit the experiences and endeavours leading to its discovery. This is particularly a truth in the case of physician Thomas Beddoes and his revolutionary vision of a pneumatic institute for the treatment of the sick, particularly those who could not afford many of the existing treatments.

The scene is set in late eighteenth-century Britain: an era on the verge of medical and scientific discoveries that paved the way to our proudest and most important historical advances. But this too was a period in our history when scientific and medical discovery, though posing real and exciting opportunities, also had an element of haphazard, and often an unethical or even dangerous approach of trial and error to those brave enough not to shun or shy away from the prospects.

From the opening paragraph in the Bastille Day prologue, the reader is engaged and drawn into the social, political and idealistic ambitions and realities of Beddoes and his circle of friends and colleagues. Our not-so-gentle introduction to the story starts with descriptions of a 'great mob' and their destructive rampage through Fair Hill, on the outskirts of Birmingham, with their very next target being Joseph Priestley -- experimental chemist, philosopher and dissenting clergyman.

Beddoes, at this point, was a Reader in chemistry at Oxford University, whose political views and opinions on the French Revolution sat rather uncomfortably alongside his role as an academic and lecturer, and after the account of the Bastille Day riots, an air of dread surrounds Jay's description of the tribulations Beddoes faced as a result of his own political views.

Jay leads us descriptively and methodically through Beddoes' conflicts and aspirations, his visions and their limitations. As an introduction to the life of Thomas Beddoes, a very sympathetic and detailed picture is assembled, of a philanthropist and idealist, but one that the reader will, through subtly suggestive story telling, be willing throughout to succeed.

It doesn't take long into this read, or even a furtive glance at the bibliography, to begin to appreciate and understand the scope of research and careful assembling of all that could be gathered and transferred, from biographies, papers, books, notes, letters and other sources; and Jay's ability to compile all of this into an engrossing yet informative, emotive and yet pragmatic account of one person, who before this is little mentioned next to his more renowned circle of friends, is both provocatively but considerately executed in equal measure.

That said, it has to be noted that *The Atmosphere of Heaven* is overall more a biography of Beddoes' working life, and contains only one, albeit explicitly descriptive chapter (Chapter 6, 'Wild Gas'), focusing predominantly on the very experiments that the book pertains to be at its core. This is a wonderfully engaging and fast-paced chapter, where, behind the scenes at Dowry Square (Beddoes Pneumatic Institute, Hotwells), Humphrey Davy was regularly self-experimenting with nitrous oxide, to the point where he and Beddoes decided to extend the effects of the gas from treatment of the sick, to encompass recreational use among friends. Full of accounts and quotes from those who experienced the social aspect of these 'human experiments', this chapter is the gold nugget within this work, and cleverly brings together feelings of friendship, unity and success that, as a reader, one hopes the previous chapters had been building up to.

In all, a very readable and well compiled book, which acts as both a great introduction to the characters and events that capture the essence of late eighteenth-century medicine, and a detailed insight into the work of Thomas Beddoes, and his endeavours to throw off the constraints of convention so that medicine and issues in health were accessible and understandable to all. Whether his achievements can be measured directly or through his encouragement and support of those around him is both discussed and left to the reader to muse. Ultimately though I can say I was able to close the book feeling I had all the obtainable facts.
